
S E R I AL I SAT I ON :  T H E  I NT E R FACE O F  SYNTAX AND LEX I CON 

L e s  B r u c e  

1 .  I NTRODUCT I ON 

Serial verb constructions in Alamblak 1 form part of a structural continuum 
between syntactic units and lexical items . Semantical ly , these constructions 
are governed by the constraint that only roots express ing commonly associated 
ideas may be serialised . 2 This semant ico-pragmatic constraint is considered to 
be only a special case of a general lexicali sation rule , which is at once both 
motivating and restraining , that only commonly as soc iated ideas tend to be 
lex i ca I i  sed . 

Complex Alamblak verbs are composed of serialised roots including verb , 
noun , ad j ective and t ime word roots . 3 These constructions range from highly 
productive (multiple) serial structures on the one hand , to syntactic and 
idiomatic compounds and derived causative and benefactive verb stems on the 
other . The least word-like of the serial constructions structurally are the 
highly productive , c learly analysable , and paraphrasable serials . Productivity , 
analysab i l ity and paraphrasabi lity are reduced in varying degrees in other 
compound or derived verbs which developed from ser ial verbs historically . 

Lingu i sts have already debated how best to descr ibe derived words and 
compounds , whether the lexicon or syntax with its generative ru les or even a 
d i stinct morphological level is most appropriate . � Thi s study expands the 
interface to even more syntactic-l ike structures .  These ' serial ' constructions 
earn a place in the continuum between syntax and lexicon by their semantico
syntactic features and by being the source of certain derived verbs and compounds 
whose historical development can be traced in several steps in the synchronic 
grammar . The paper avoids arguing for either the lexicon or syntax but tac itly 
implies that these forms are best understood as a bridge between the two . 

2 .  SER IAL V ERB ROOTS 

The Alamblak verb stem compr i ses a nucleus with optional derivational and 
aspectual affixes , the nuc leu s may be mani fested by a single or a sequence of 
juxtaposed roots or root plus embedded stem . The stem may be bounded by numerous 
inflectiona l  affixes . 
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Examples of verbs with serial root nuclei are given in ( 1 ) . 5 

( l ) a  mu h - hambre -me -r -m 
climb-search· for-R . PST-3SM-3PL 
He c limbed (it) searching/and searched for them. 

b wa - ha -mu h  - h + t a - t a n - n  -m - ko 
IMPER-DE . CAUS-climb-put -CPL-2S- 3PL-ELEV 
Lift them up and leave them up there. 

The verb roots in example ( 1 )  are temporally re lated as either s imultaneous 
or sequential events .  Certain sequences of events are open to the interpretation 
of being in a cau se-effect relationship . In the c learest cases of a cau se-effect 
relationship the Undergoer of the f irst root i s  the Actor of the second root , 
such as in ( 2 ) . 

( 2 )  t a t - noh-me - a n - r  
hit-die-R . PST-1S-3SM 
I ki l led him (by hitting him) . 

Certain verb roots have apparently acquired derivational functions as 
causatives or benefactives .  These cases will be di scussed in Section 5 .  

Root sequences may optionally be interpreted to have a head-modifier rela
tionship where a stative , action , or process verb root modifies the main verb 
root as in ( 3 ) . A sequential , temporal re lationship is always a possible 

( 3 )  d behna - noh-me - r  
sick -die-R. PST-3SM 
He was deathly sick/sick and died. 

Certain verb roots may function as aspectual markers as we ll as basic verb 
roots . Thus t +mbe cut in ( 4 ) a is glossed as cessative in ( 4 ) b where it functions 
as an aspect parallel with over 30 aspectual aspects which do not ( any longer? )  
function a s  verb roots . 

( 4 ) a t i r  p i na f t  t i m bhe-me - r  - t  
hand appendage cut -R . PST-3SM-3SF 
He cut his finger. 

b t i r t k i p t a - t +mbhe -me - r  - t  
hand wash -cessative- R . psT-3SM-3SF 
He s topped washing his hand. 

Reduplication may occur within the stem with roots of the nucleus which 
may be conj oined by a ligature as in ( 5 ) a and b. Reduplication has the effect 
of intensi fying a quality or event or of combining a sequence of events as a 
single continuous or repetitive event . 

( 5 ) a  d u ka -m+mo - ba -m+mo -me - r  
think-irrationaZ-LIG-irrationaZ-R. PST-3SM 
He was very confused. 

b h + t a - ba - h+ t a- ha - na - ha t e  
put -LIG-put -DE . CAUS-come-SA 
Having distributed (them) as he brought (them) . 
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c h i p  - h i p -w - a  
perspire-perspire- IMPF-1S 
I am continuing to perspire . 

Having briefly descr ibed constructions with serial verb roots , we now 
proceed to compare these with j uxtaposed predicates ( syntactic constructions ) .  
We wi l l  see that while they share certain syntactic feature s ,  serial root 
constructions exhibit word-like features in contrast to conj oined c lauses , 
placing them somewhere along a continuum between compound phrases and compound 
words .  

3 .  SERIAL V ERB ROOTS AN D JUXTAPOSED PREDI CATES 

Juxtaposed predicates which most resemble serial root constructions are 
those manifested by repeated verb roots or stems as in ( 6 ) . 

( 6 ) a y i , y i , y i , y i  
go go go go 
Going and going and going and going. 

b yak- hay - n i ,  ya k-ha y  - n i , yoh r fu r - k i h  -me - r  
get-cAus-go get-cAus-go s tring. bag MOTION-fu l l- R . PST-3SM 
Getting and taking, getting and taking, the s tring bag fi l led up. 

Although structurally simi lar to serial root constructions , the sequences 
of roots and stems in ( 6 )  are not phonological words . In contrast to serial 
root constructions they carry rising , i . e . non-final , intonation and may be 
separated by pause . They are intonationally marked as distinct events and are 
apparently conceptuali sed as such . We wi ll , therefore , refer to these sequences 
as j uxtaposed clauses . 

Serial root constructions are similar to repeated c lauses manifested by 
verb roots or stems in that the individual seriali sed roots generally must have 
the same Actor . Certainly with reduplicated roots they necessarily have the 
same Actor . This simi larity does not di stinguish serial constructions from 
lexical compounds , however . The feature that relates serial constructions more 
closely to j uxtaposed clauses than to compound word s is that serialised roots 
individually bear a role relat ionship with NP ' s  in the c lause which is often the 
same role that the complex as a whole bears with those NP ' s  ( c f . Section 4 ) . 

All other sequences of c lau ses separate verb roots to increasingly greater 
degrees than those in ( 6 )  which interpose merely an intonational j uncture . 

( 7 )  a Ya k t i - hambre - ha n ' �i - f a k t i - n i -me - r  - r , 
touch-search . for-PROG ELEV - touch-go-R . PST-3SM- 3SM 
Fee ling around, he reac e across and touched him, 

and went on. 

net honr  
forest.  spirit 
the forest spirit, 

b Nef - ha n , n + t a  -buga-n i ,  metm r hu - ka teh-we 
strain-PROG pulverise-all -PROG . EVENT women sit-stand- IMPF-'-"-"�-"-""'--'-' 
- nem -m 
- lPL-3PL 
(The women) straining (the sago pu lp ) ,  (the men) pulverising a l l  of the 
sago palm, we wait for the women. 
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T i ta - lkHet [ nea -fek-r  - t  
carry . on. shoulder- INF come-get- 3sM-3SF 
He came and got her to carry her on his shoulders . 

Ven t m i  -yak- I:a te:l t i ta . - r  - t  
girl ELEV-get- SA carry . on. shou lder-3SM-3SF 
Having gotten t e g�rl down there, he carried her on his shoulders . 

e a - i 

Let her 

f 

g -w - t .  - r  - t  

e carried her on his shou lders . 

The sequences of clauses in ( 7 )  may be compared with the serial root ( SR )  
construction i n  ( 8 ) . 

( 8 )  Ven t m i  - a k  - t i ta - r  - t  
girl ELEv-get-carry . on . shou lder- 3sM-3SF 
He got (a/the ) girl down there, carried her on his shoulders . 

The serial root construction in ( 8 )  i s  simi lar to the j uxtaposed c lause in 
( 7 ) d  in that it expresses a transparent complex of sequential events . The same 
transparency is absent in compound and idiomatic compound verbs ( c f . Section 4 ) . 
Furthermore , each verb root in ( 8 )  bears a semantic role relationship with 
the actor and undergoer of the c lause . These relationships are exactly the 
same as those in the sentential paraphrase ( 7 ) d .  Again , the discussion in 
the next section wi l l  show to what degree pure compounds lack these relation
ships . 

Differences between seria l  root constructions and sentential constructions 
include contrasts of scope for elevationals , negatives ,  i l locutionary force 

and the agent role of the clause . In the f irst case , SR constructions are more 
compact than sentences but more analysable than compound word s .  The e levational 
prefix relates to all roots in the stem unless an elevational suffix occurs . In 
that case the prefix applies to the f irst root ( s )  and the suffix applies to the 
last root . In subordinate c lau ses , by contrast , an elevational prefix applies 
only to the verb of which it i s  a con stituent part and does not extend to the 
next predicate as in ( 9 ) c .  

( 9 ) a wa - r i m - a k  -heta-n  -m 
IMPER-ELEV-get-put -2S-3PL 
Get them (and) put them on a leve l plane away from me . 

b wa -ya r i m- a k  -heta-n  -m - ko 
IMPER-ELEV -get�put -2S-3PL-ELEV 
Ge t them on a level plane toward me (and) put them up (there) . 
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w a  - r i m  - a k  - ka h - n  - n , 
IMPER-ELEV-get- IRR-2S-G . DEP 
Get ( them) on a level p lane 

on a level p lane away from 

wa - r i m  - heta - n  -m 
IMPER-ELEV-put -2S-3PL 
away from me, and if/when you do, put them 
me . 

Second ly , only one negative word may occur with a SR construction ( empha
sising that the SR is a single word )  but its scope may cover any one or any 
combination of verb roots ( emphas ising the analysable nature of the SR) . This 
is i l lu strated in ( 10)  where sentence a may be fol lowed by any of the sentences 
b-g which c larify j ust which verb root ( s ) the negative in sentence a applies to . 

( lO ) a r i tm f i nj i  tand h i -a k  - n i - r -me - t  -m 
insects NEG roast -get-go-IRR-R . PST-3SF-3PL 
She did not roast (and) get the insects (and) go . 

(Negative on roast )  
b n i f r i m hayn i metm 

new she . took. them 
( uncooked) 

(Negative on get) 
c tand h i hetatanhate  y i met 

having. roasted. (and) . left. (them) she . went 

(Negative on go ) 
d yoh r e  tand h i ya k i tehha s i wtm 

sti l l  she .  is. roasting . (and) . holding. them 

(Negative on roast and get )  
e n i f r +m heta tanha te  y i met 

new SA . having. left . (them) she . went 

(Negative on get and go ) 
f tand h i  ha t e  rohhasemet 

SA . having. roasted. (them) she . was . remaining 

(Negative on all three root s)  
g yoh re tand h i twetm 

sti l l  she . is. roasting. them 

At the sentence leve l ,  by contrast , the scope of the negative extends on ly 
to the c lause boundary and mu st be repeated for each verb in successive c lauses . 
Furthermore , it appears that verbs of subord inate clauses which do not take the 
irreal i s  suffix cannot host the negative word in the subordinate clause . 

Third ly , regarding illocutionary force , all roots in a serial construction 
must exhibit the same i l locutionary force ; thus the command in example ( 9 ) a 
applies to both ' getting ' and ' putting ' .  Whi le this is also a feature of most 
complex sentences ,  there is one subordinate clause form which may manifest a 
different illocutionary force than its associated independent clause . Number 
( 7 ) e contains an example of such a clause , which manifests both a hortative 

marker indicating the category of obligation and a present tense irrealis marker 
indicating conditiona lity . 
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Fourthly , the roots in a serial construction are restricted to one case 
frame as a whole . An Actor of one of the roots must be a plausible actor for 
the whole construction and an Actor or Undergoer of the other root must be 
interpretable as an appropriate Undergoer for the whole . This means that serial 
roots must have the same Actor (marked by the Actor suffix) unless one of two 
different Actors may be considered to be the Undergoer , such as the causee in a 
cause-effect relationship . There are further restrictions mirrored in morpho
logical causative constructions , which wi l l  be discussed in Section 5 .  

I n  general , interclausal relation s do not specify that c lauses of a complex 
sentence exhibit the same Actor . Even those subordinate c lauses which are 
either marked with a so-cal led ' same Actor ' sequence marker or those which tend 
to exhibit the same Actor as the independent clause ( e . g .  the Purpose c lause )  
are n o t  as strict i n  this requirement as are serial root construction s . A 
subordinate c lause manifested by a verb stem (without tense or subject and 
opj ect markers)  tends to have the same subject as the matrix clause ( e . g .  ( 7 ) a ) . 
From a text descr ibing the division of labour between men and women , example 
( 7 ) b  contravenes this tendency ;  the first two subordinate clauses have di fferent 

Actors even though neither of them indicates what their Actor is , either by NP 
or by a subj ect marker on the verb . 

The serial construction is most dramatically l ike lexical items in contrast 
to combinations of c lauses in that collocational constraints restrict serial 
roots to those which express cultural ly determined commonly assoc iated events . 
Thu s ,  any sequence of events may be ·talked about in j uxtaposed c lauses ( e . g .  
( ll ) a )  but not every sequence of events may be described by a serial construction 
( e . g .  ( ll ) b ,  ( 12 ) b) . 

( l l ) a hod a y r t  yak-ha t e ,  
axe get-sA 
Having gotten the 

she went. 

yoht fet  -hate  y i -me - t  
string. bag string. from. head-sA gO-R . PST-3SF 
axe, having strung the string bag from her head, 

b * hod a ry t  yoht yak-fet  - n i -me -t  - t  
axe string. bag get-string. from. head-go-R . PST-3SF-3SF 

The ungrammatical ity of ( l l ) b and ( 1 2 ) b is apparently due to semantico
pragmatic reasons rather than a morpho-syntactic constraint such as the doubling 
of obj ects . Case frames of serial root constructions allow for double obj ects as 
i l lustrated in ( 12 ) a .  Furthermore , when an ungrammatical construction is 
modi fied to satisfy the ethno- semantic condit ion , it becomes acceptable ( c f . 
( 1 2 )  b and ( 13 ) ) .  

( 12 ) a  m+yt  r i tm muh - hambray -an-m 
tree insects climb-search. for- ls-3PL 
The tree I c limbed and looked for insects . /The tree I climbed, looking 

for insects . 

b *m+yt  g u nm muh - h + t i -an-m 
tree stars c limb-see - IS-3PL 

Jude Mengumari of Amongabi vil lage provided a mother- tongue speaker 
react ion of ( l l ) b and ( 1 2 ) b .  Initial ly , both seemed unnatural to him ,  requ ir ing 
a paraphrase like the construction in ( 7 ) d .  Upon further ref lection , he would 
al low ( ll ) b  with some reservation . ( 1 2 ) b  seemed more clearly ungrammat ical to 
him not only because it is unusual for the two events to occur together , but 
because there is no apparent reason for them to occur together s ince star s are 
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observable from the ground . Once ( 1 2 ) b was modified as i n  ( 1 3 ) , Jude ' s  reaction 
was immediately favourabl e s ince it indicated a rationale for putting these two 
events together in a c lose-knit sequence . 

( 13 )  m+yt g u nm muh - h + t i -ma rna-an-m 
tree stars climb-see -we l l  - lS-3PL 
I climbed the tree (and) saw the s tars c learly .  

Based on Jude ' s  comments , we can modify our s�antico-pragmatic constraint 
to read : 

Serialisation of roots in a verb stem is restricted to 
sequences of events which are commonly associated culturally 
or for which there i s  a cu lturally based or pragmatic reason 
for their c lose association . 

This form of the constraint leads toward a characteri sation of what are 
typical ' commonly associated ' events . Events with pragmatic reasons for their 
association include at least event-purpose and event-result ( inc luding cause
effect)  sequences .  These are interpretations , of course , which can only be 
defined specifically according to the world view of a given culture . This 
explains the cu lturally based nature of the j udgements of acceptability of 
examples ( 11 ) - ( 13 ) . 

With this type of contraint on serial constructions ,  we are c lear ly moving 
toward a semantic characteri sation typical of lexica l  semantics in contrast to 
morpho-syntactic constraints . Note that the problem before us is not that a 
non-professiona l ' s  reaction to grammat icality ( i . e .  acceptabi lity) mu st always 
include a semantic component . We grant that point for all structural levels . 
In this case , however , the semantic content of an acceptable construction on the 
sentence level may not be acceptable on the word leve l in a serial construction . 
The question is not one of the logical content of something l ike ' colour less 
green ideas ' ,  but of the appropriatenes s  of a tight-knit serial construction 
versus a more syntagmatic combination of c lauses for certain semantic content . 
The j udgements of appropriateness of form are rather like the processes involved 
in forming compound words from frequently occuring or specialised noun phrases 
( c f . Fries 197 0 : 113 ) which are both syntactically grammatical and semantically 

meaningfu l .  

As Fries points out ,  there i s  variat ion among native speakers of English as 
to whether certain phrases are treated as compound words or as phrases .  S imi lar 
dynamic s  appear to be operating with serial constructions in the Alamblak case . 
Serial constructions are related to more cohes ive , i . e . , unitary compounds and 
id iomatic compounds in the next section . 

4 .  SER IAL V ERB ROOTS , SYNTACT I C  COMPOUNDS AND I D IOMAT I C  COMPOUNDS 

In the previous section , serial root constructions were compared with 
sequences of clau ses in complex sentences where their word-l ike features were 
highlighted . In this section and the next , serial constructions show a gradation 
from syntactic-like morphologically productive words to non-productive complex 
lex ical items all of which appear to have derived hi storically from serial root 
constructions . 
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Syntactic compounds and idiomatic compounds exhibit essentially the same 
formal structure as serial constructions with differences of paraphrasabil ity 
and semantic analysabil ity . An example of a syntactic and an idiomatic compound 
are given below in ( 14 )  and ( 15 )  respective ly . 

( 14 )  kef r a - e  feh - r  tu - f tnah  - a n - r  
spear-INS pig-3SM throw-arrive- 1S-3SM 
I speared a pig with a spear. 

( 15 )  fak-yi rona -me - t  
get-feel . pain-R . psT-3SF 
She had birth pangs . 

Precise definitions of the notion ' compound word ' are difficult to f ind . 
As Matthews ( 1974 : Chapter IX)  indicates ,  criteria have been u sed from phonology , 
morphology , syntax and semantics often with contradictory conclusions . I n  
Fries ' ( 1970 : 1 1 3 )  di scussion of compound nouns i n  English,  h e  speaks of a 
compound as the end result of a compounding process , in other words ,  a lexi
cali sation process . ' Varying degrees of cohesion ' characteri se constructions 
along a continuum from phrase to compound word . 

The Alamblak data supports Fries ' claim ,  indicating a progression from a 
marginal lex ical status for serial constructions to an unequivocal lexical 
status for idiomatic compounds .  We will examine the analysabil ity and produc
tivity of each type of construction , i llustrated by ( 16 ) - ( 18 ) . 

This wi l l  be done in three ways . We will first attempt to paraphrase each 
verb with a two-c lause expression using the same forms , in an effort to demon
strate the analysabi lity of the complex verb conceptua lly .  Then we wi l l  consider 
whether or not the NP s of the clau se bear internal case relationships with each 
root of the stem . Finally we will decide to what degree the semantic relation
ship between the serial roots is either transparent , vague or has disappeared 
entirely . That i s ,  to what degree does each verb root contribute to the meaning 
of the compound? In the latter case , the case frame of the compound cannot be 
derived from the combined case frames of each predicate in the paraphrased 
expression . 

( 16 )  

( 17 )  

met  -t  
woman-3SF 
The woman 

hohora -m fak-y i rona -me - t  -m 
thorn -3PL get-fee l . pain- R . psT-3SF-3PL 
got/held the thorns (and) fe lt pain. 

kef r a - e  f e h - r  
spear-INS pig-3SM 
I speared a pig. 

t u  - f +nah  - a n - r  
throw-arrive- 1S-3SM 

( 18 )  met - t  fak-yi rona -me - t  
woman- 3SF get-fee l . pain-R . PST-3SF 
A woman had birth pangs.  

4 . 1  Ana l ysab i l i ty 

The differing degrees of analysabil ity of the serial roots in ( 16 )  and ( 17 )  
can be i l lustrated by their paraphrases in ( 19 )  and ( 2 0 ) . The lack o f  a poten
tial paraphrase for ( 18 )  indicates the synthesised nature of its serial root 
construct ion . 
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( 19 )  met - t  hohor a -m f ak-me -t  -m . Y i rona -me - t o  
woman- 3SF thorn -3PL get-R . PST-3SF-3PL fee l . pain- R . PST-3SF 
A woman got/he ld the thorns . She fe lt pains . 

( 2 0 )  kef r a - t  tu -an- t o Feh - r  r i m - f +nah - t  - r . 
spear-3SF throw- ls-3SF pig-3SM ELEv-arrive- 3SF-3SM 
I threw a spear. It arrived over at the pig . 

These paraphrases employ the same elements that are present in the re lated 
c lauses ( 16 )  and ( 17 ) . The pos sibil ity of such paraphrases indicates that the 
concepts conveyed by these serial roots are transparent ly complex . 

This transparency ex ists in part because each verb root in ( 16)  and ( 17 )  
bears a case relationship with a noun in the c lause . The serial construction 
in ( 16 )  is the more semantically transparent , however , because the ( semantic) 
case relationships are the same as those for the two-c lause paraphrase in ( 19 ) . 
The ' woman ' is the Actor of ' get ' and Exper iencer of ' feel pain ' ,  and ' thorn s ' 
i s  the Patient of ' get ' in both ( 16)  and ( 19 ) . 

The case relationships in ( 1 7 ) , however , are not entirely the same as those 
for its paraphrase in ( 2 0 ) . The Actor of ' throw ' ( I )  is the same for both . The 
' spear ' changes from an Instrument of the whole serial construction in ( 1 7 )  to 
the Patient of ' throw ' and the Actor of ' arrive ' in ( 2 0) . The ' pig ' is the 
Patient of the whole in ( 1 7 )  and is the Goal of ' arrive ' in ( 2 0) . 

It i s  pos sible to recognise with minima l adj ustment the c lose association 
between the events descr ibed in ( 1 7 )  and ( 2 0 ) . The ' spear ' is  plainly the 
Patient of ' throw ' in ( 1 7 )  and in ( 2 0) . However , with the super imposition of 
its Instrument role in the complex event of ( 1 7 ) , its relationship to ' arrive ' 
is not so c learly Actor as it is in ( 2 0) . The compound form in ( 17 )  is not a 
clear case of the two re lated events in ( 2 0) . The relationship , if it is there 
at all , is only vaguely reminiscent of that of a simple temporal sequence , and 
thus is only weakly analysable by this criterion . 

The impossibi lity of f inding an exact paraphrase here i s  not due to the 
complexity of case frame relationships . It i s  possible , as in ( 2 l ) a and b ,  to 
express with a serial root construction a two-clause expression which exhibits 
the same case relationships as those in ( 2 0 ) . 

( 2 l ) a na m+y - t  foh -an- t o Mfy - t  t eam -f f - t a t - t  _f 6 

IS tree- 3SF fe l l-lS-3SF tree-3SF coconut-3D I . PST-hit- 3SF-3D 
I fe l led a tree.  The tree hit two coconut palms . 

b na mfy  - t  t eam - f  foh - ta t -a n - f  
I S  tree-3SF coconut-3D fe ll-hit- lS-3D 
I fe l led a tree and it hit two coconut palms . 

The case frame of the serial construction in ( 2 l ) b may be der ived directly 
from a combination of the case frame s of the two c lauses in ( 2 1 ) a .  In both 
cases ' tree ' is the Patient of ' fell ' and the Actor of ' hit ' ;  l ikewise ' coconut 
palm ' is the Patient of ' hit ' and the speaker is the Actor of ' fel l ' . 

4 . 2  Product i v i ty 

The syntactic nature of the serial form in ( 16 )  has been al luded to by its 
analysabi lity . It is also highly productive compared to those in ( 17 )  and ( 18 ) . 
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The roots ' get ' and ' feel pain ' in ( 16 )  equally contribute to the meaning 
of the whole , manifesting the semantic re lationship of temporal succession as 
expressed in its paraphrase in ( 19 ) . E ither root may be substituted for by 
numerous verb 
' burn ' ,  etc . , 
as sociation . 
of the three . 

roots , such as ' step on ' ,  ' s it on ' ,  ' touch ' , and ' take ' , ' show ' , 
restricted only by the general lexical constraint of common 
The serial root construction in ( 16)  is clearly the most syntactic 

The syntactic compound in ( 1 7 )  is not as productive as the serial con
struction in ( 16)  but is more so than the idiom in ( 18 ) . The roots ' throw ' and 
' arrive ' suggest a sequence , but both verb roots do not equally contribute to 
the meaning of the whole . The f irst root is clearly basic and may be substituted 
for by verbs such as tasu  cut through . The second root may be replaced by such 
verbs as tase  cut, lance but others such as t a s s  move ( transitive) and t i r na 
miss function adverbially ( e . g .  t a s s , indicating a fatal blow , or f + na h  arrive ,  
indicating here a solid or direct hit) . 

By contrast , the serial construct ion in ( 18)  is c learly an id iomatic 
compound . In addition to lacking paraphrasabi lity , there is no ( retrievable)  
semantic relationship between the verb root s .  It is not expressing a transpar
ently complex concept ; they together express a speciali sed meaning which cannot 
be derived from the meanings of the two roots . 

The second root ' feel pain ' cannot be substituted for without adding 
another participant in the clause to function as the Patient of ' get ' . In a 
sense the f irst root ' get ' can be substituted for but only at the expense of 
creating a completely different meaning from the idiom .  

Compounds and idioms appear to have derived from serial constructions in 
Alamblak . The lexicali sation process at thi s stage could be described as 
follows : those ser ial constructions which occur frequently enough may undergo 
streamlining changes or changes of focus of interest , which alter the semantic 
roles of NP participants . The result is a more purely lexical compound . 

5 .  SER IAL AND DERIVED CAUSAT IVES  AND BENEFACT I VES 

I n  Sections 2-4 , serial constructions were introduced as complex 
verbs with roots semantically related temporally , causatively or by a head
modif ier funct ion . The temporal re lationship was traced through the various 
surface forms from complex sentences , to idiomatic compounds . In this section , 
the causative and benefactive re lationships are traced through surface forms 
from serial or compound constructions to derived verbs . In the previous discus
sion with temporally related roots , the essential semantic motivation for the 
development of lexical items was the common assoc iation of events . The common 
association of cause-effect has been mentioned . Thi s and the c lose relationship 
of reason-benefit events gives rise to serial and derived constructions .  Some 
of the derived forms manifest transparent verb roots functioning as derivational 
formatives .  Others are purely formatives bearing no synchronic relation to verb 
roots . 

5 . 1  Causa t i ves 

Serial causatives compr ise certain combinations of two verb roots , the 
first of which is either hay give or one of f ive classes of non-tran sitive verb 
roots , and the second of which is one of the same five classes of verb roots . 



SERIALISATION : THE INTERFACE OF SYNTAX AND LEXICON 3 1  

H a y  i n  this position may a t  t imes (with uncontrolled experiencer verbs)  be 
interpreted abstractly as a causative formative as in ( 2 2 ) c .  

( 2 2 ) a  w i fer t f + r  -genng + -me - t  -a  
wind MOTION-cold -R . PST-3SF-IS 
The wind b lew me cold. 

b y i ma r  fer pam � - noh -me - r  -a 
man potion give-unconscious-R . PST-3SM-lS 
The man gave me a potion (causing) me (to become) unconscious . 

c nandem r  -� - fehtas  -me - r  -a 
snake give-startle- R . psT-3SM-lS 
The snake startled me. IHe gave me a snake s tartling me . 

Two of the four types of derivational causative verbs comprise certain 
combinations of verb roots , the f irst of which is either ka k get or hay give 
and the second is one of f ive c lasses of non-transitive verbs . 

( 23 ) a  ya rmu t ha t  fak- kkah -me - t - a  
b lanket get-hot -R . PST-3SF-IS 
The b lanket got me warm. 

b h+nu t doht  hay - n i -me - t  - t  
flood canoe give-go-R. PST-3SF-3SF 
The flood took ( literally : cause to go ) the canoe . 

These derivational causatives dif fer from the serial causatives in two 
ways . Semantically the first verb roots in ( 23 ) a  and b are referent ially empty 
and function purely as causative formatives . Secondly , there are on ly two verb 
roots that mani fest that posit ion with that function . 

The other two derived causative verbs manifest one of two causative prefixes 
plus one of three non-transitive verb c lass roots . 

( 2 4 ) a ha - f kne -me -r -m 
DE . CAUS-enter-R . PST-3SM-3PL 
He caused them to enter (by entering with them) . 

b ka - f kne -me - r  -m 
DP . cAus-enter-R . PST-3SM-3PL 
He caused them to enter (by physical ly taking them) . 

The first two derivational prefixes ( in ( 2 3 ) ) are transparently verb roots . 
The second two pref ixes ( in ( 24 ) ) are not relatable to verb roots synchronically , 
although their simi larity in form to the two verb roots hay give and kak get as 
we l l  as their function in the system may make it possible to derive them from 
the same source historically . 

Serial causatives express an indirect causation where the effect need not 
immediately fol low the cause , and the participants need not be at the same 
place when the effect occurs . Derived causatives express more direct causation 
with ha ' D irect Event Causative ' requiring the causer and causee to partic ipate 
in the same event and ka ' Direct Physical Causative ' requ iring physical contact 
between the causer and causee . 
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5 . 2  Benefacti ves 

Some benefactives ( as we l l  as some Causatives )  are used in a serial as wel l  
a s  a derivational function . There appear to be none that are purely serial 
benefactive s .  This complex benefactive comprises two verb roots the first of 
which may be any verb which does not host a benefactive role in its basic case 
frame , and the second of which is hay give.  

( 2 5 )  na yawy t y i mam w i kna-hay -me -an-m 
I dog people buy --give-R . psT-IS-3PL 
I bought a dog and gave it to the people.  II bought a dog for the people . 

Note that example ( 2 5 )  may be interpreted as a serial root construction or 
as a derived benefactive . In the first case , the actor had given the dog to 
the people at the t ime of the utterance ; in the second case , he had not yet 
given the dog to them . 

When co-occurring with certain verb roots , the root hay cannot be inter
preted in the serial sense with the referential meaning of ' give ' . In these 
col locations hay has the sense of give benefit and is thus abstracted as a 
benefactive formative . 

( 2 6 )  na yawyt y i mam t a t - hay-me -an-m 
I dog people hit-BEN-R . PST-IS-3PL 
I hit the dog, affecting the people.  

The purely derivational benefactive suf fix nho cannot be identified with a 
verb root , but it occurs in the same slot as the benefactive verb root hay with 
a slight shi ft in meaning . 

( 2 7 )  s u h  -nho -an-r  
fal l-D . BEN-IS-3SM 
I fe l l  purpose ly with him for his benefit.  

The direct benefactive formative indicates that the actor voluntarily 
participates in the same event or imitates him in the same type of event that 
the benefactee participates in ei ther voluntar ily or involuntari ly .  

5 . 3  Ana l ysab i l i ty a nd producti v i ty o f  deri ved verbs 

I n  Section 4 we described in some detail the progression from marginal 
to unequivocal lexical status for serial , compound , and idiomatic compound 
verbs . A similar progress ion is evident for serial and der ived causative and 
benefactive verbs in Alamblak . 

Serial causatives illustrated by examples ( 2 2 ) a and b are fu lly analysable 
and productive . These constructions are paraphrasable by two-c lause express ions 
using the same elements in the same case re lationships they have in the serial 
expression s .  Example ( 2 8 )  is  a paraphrase of ( 2 2 ) b .  

( 28 )  y i ma r fer pam hay -me - r  -a . Nd f na t pne noh -me -a  
person potion give-R . psT-3SM- lS therefore unconsciOUS-R-PST-IS 
The man gave me a potion. Therefore I became unconscious . 

Each verb root of the serial construction equally contributes to the 
meaning of the whole in a transparent way . 
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Serial causatives which manifest a n  uncontrol led exper iencer verb root7 

( example ( 2 2 ) c ) may be interpreted in two ways . If interpreted as fu lly 
analysable the two verb roots maintain their fu l l  lexical meaning and bear a 
semantic case re lation with a noun in the c lause . The construction expresses 
a transparently complex event paraphrasable as in ( 2 9 ) . 

( 29 )  nandem r  hay -me - t  - r  -a feh tas  -me -a 
snake give-R . psT-DA-3SM- 1S s tartle-R . PST-1S 
He gave me a snake (different actor following) I was s tartled. 

The same serial construction may a l so be interpreted as a derived verb . 
In that case , like the derived verbs in example ( 2 3 ) , the construction is not 
analysable as a compound verb . The derivational roots hay give and ka k � f a k  
g e t  in examples in ( 2 3 )  d o  not retain any sense o f  their lexical meaning which 
occurs in other contexts . As such they do not bear any semantic case re lation 
with any noun in the c lause . 

These roots c learly derive from verb roots , however , inasmuch as they have 
the same form and follow the same morphological and phonological rules that these 
roots do when functioning as verbs . Furthermore , hay give when ser ialised with 
uncontrolled experiencer verbs ( e . g .  ( 2 2 ) c ) may be interpreted either as a 
lexical or as a derivational formative . They are fossilised evidence of the 
lexicali sation process from serial compound to derived verb . 

S ince these causative formative s in ( 2 2 ) c  and ( 2 3 )  c learly derive from 
verb roots , the causative prefixes in ( 2 4 )  may be related to serial construction 
by extrapolation . Even if those derived verbs do in fact derive from serial 
constructions ,  there is no longer any basis synchronically to analyse them as 
lexical compound s .  They are fully lex icalised derived verbs . 

In terms of productivity the same progress ion from serial compound to 
lexical derivative i s  evident . The combinations of roots in the serial causa
tives in ( 2 2 ) a  and b are highly productive . Either root may be substituted for 
freely by verbs of one of the f ive non-transitive c lasses such as , ' sleep ' , 
' laugh ' , ' enter ' , ' be angry ' ,  etc . 

The derived causative verbs i l lu strated by examples in ( 2 3 )  are restricted 
in productivity in the f ir st verb root to the two derivational roots hay give 
and ka k � f a k  get.  The second root , which prov ides the lexical content , may be 
substituted for by many non-transitive verb roots of five c lasses of verbs . The 
derived causative verbs i l lu strated by the examples in ( 2 4 )  are s l ightly less 
productive , al lowing for a smal ler se lect ion of verb roots in the second position 
from verbs of only three classes . 

Serial benefactive verbs are considerably less productive than serial 
causatives and fewer of them are ful ly analysable as compound verbs . Those 
cases of a verb root plus hay give which may be interpreted as a serial con
struction are fully analysable with both verbs contributing their ful l  lexical 
meaning to the meaning of the whole construction with the roots bearing a case 
relationship with nouns in the c lause . 

Every benefactive verb interpretable as a serial compound may also be 
interpreted as a derived benefactive verb . In these cases the benefactive 
formative hay give is obviously the verb root ' give ' . With these , and other 
cases which allow only a derived benefactive interpretation ( example ( 26 » , 
the ir analysability stops with identifying the benefactive formative as the 



3 4  LES BRUCE 

verb root hay give . The meaning of the root is completely abstracted as a 
derivational suffix and neither contributes any of its original lexical meaning 
to the meaning of the whole nor bears any case relationship with any noun in 
the c lause . 

Those verbs formed with the purely derivational suf f ix nho are not ana
lysable as a compound in any sense ( example ( 2 7 ) ) .  They are fully lexical 
verb s .  The ' direct ' benefactive suffix i s  not identifiable with any verb root . 
The suffix does occur in the same position and follows the same constraints as 
the other formative hay give which are the constraints of all serial root con
struction s .  This suggests that even these verbs are the final stage of a 
lexicali sation process operating on serial constructions . 

The few serial benefactive verbs that there are are only partially produc
tive . The second root hay give may not be substituted for by any other verb 
root if the constructive is to remain a benefactive . The first verb root may 
be freely substituted for with any root which does not require a benefactive 
role in its basic case frame . The other derived benefactives are productive in 
an ad hoc way as derived words typically are . 

5 . 4  Constra i nts on cau sati ve and benefactive constructi ons 

Certain semantico- syntactic constraints on causative and benefactive verbs 
derive directly from constraints on serial constructions . The most startling 
thing about morphological causatives in Alamblak is that only characteristically 
intransitive verbs may be causativised and the character istically transitive 
verbs cannot be . The constraints are semantic rather than syntactic , viz , the 
doubling of agent or benefactive roles in the same clause is not allowed . As 
was mentioned , two roots in a serial construction may have different Actors as 
long as both are not agents . S imilar ly , since a causative formative adds an 
agent ( causer) to the construction (with one exception ) ? it cannot co-occur 
with a verb root which already hosts an agent role in its case frame . 

With causatives or other serial constructions , two different actors cannot 
co-ex i st as a double subject in the clause ; one must be marked as the Undergoer 
( i . e .  direct obj ect ) . One might suspect that the constraint is against the 
syntactic doubling of grammatical relations so that ( 30)  is ungrammatical due 
to the doubling of the obj ect relation in the c lause . 

( 3 0 )  
Subj . 

*y i ma - r  
person-3SM 

Obj . Obj . 
Yi ma t  - r k r i y  - t hay/ha / ka - t a t -me - r  - r 
friend- 3sM chicken-3SF CAUS -hit-R . PST-3SM-3SM 

The constraint is more clearly seen with benefactives ,  however , because the 
doubling of obj ects is possible as long as there is no doubling of agents or 
benefactees in the c lau se . 

( 3 1 )  
Subj . 
na 
IS 
I put 

I n . Obj . Out . Obj . 
y i ma - r  yem r e-m 
person-3SM meat -3PL 
meat into the/a p late 

Out . Obj . A U 
neng a y - t  kembr  i -hay-me -an - r  
p late - 3SF put . into-BEN . R . PST- lS-3SM 
for the/a man. 

The crucial factor in the unacceptabi lity of ( 3 0)  is that both the man and 
the fr iend are in competition for the role of agent in the c lause and neither 
can be relegated to the obj ect position which encodes other roles . There are 
three obj ects in ( 3 1 ) , but the cruc ial factor there is that there is on ly one 
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Agent ( ' I ' )  and only one Benefactive ( ' person ' ) . The other obj ects bear 
' Patient ' and ' Locative ' relations with the verb according to the potential of 
its basic case frame . Verbs which already host a Benefactive role in their case 
frames cannot accept another introduced by the Benefactive formative , ( 3 2 ) a ,  
even though double obj ects present no problem grammatically , b .  

( 3 2 ) a 
Subj . I n . Obj . Out . Obj . 

*na  y i f em - r  yen - t  gebrerna - hay-me -an-r  
I S  father-3SM chi ld- 3SF rub -BEN-R . PST-lS-3SM 

Out . Obj . 
hehrampa-m 
medicine- 3PL 

b 

*I rubbed medicine (on) a girl for (her) father. 

Subj . In . Obj . Out . Obj . Out . Obj . INS 
na yen -r wu r a - t  hehrampa-m rmen t ha-e  
IS child-3SM leg -3SF medicine-3PL c loth -INS 
I rubbed medicine (on) the leg (of) the child with 

g ebrerna-me - a n - r  
rub -R . PST-lS-3SM 
a c loth. 

In ( 3 2 ) a  ' father ' and ' chi ld ' are competing Benefactive roles . In ( 3 2 ) b  
the ' child ' i s  the only Benefactive ; other obj ects are a Locative ( or Patient) 
' leg ' and a Patient ' medicine ' .  

The constraints here are preci sely those which operate for serial root 
construction s .  They apparently derive from the constraints on serial construc
tions from which they deve loped . Der ived causatives and benefactives in Alamblak 
represent the final stage in a lexicalisation drift of common ly associated events 
through gradations of gradual ly more cohesive serial and compound structures . 

6 .  CONCLUS ION 

Serial root constructions in Alamblak appear to represent the first stage 
in a lexicali sation process which is controlled or motivated by the semantico
pragmatic principle of the common association of events . That i s ,  commonly 
associated events tend to be expressed by lexical items . They form part of a 
structural continuum between phrase and word from which (pure) compounds and 
idiomatic compounds , der ived causatives and benefactives develop . 

NOTES 

1 .  Alamblak , a so-called Papuan o r  non-Austronesian language , is spoken by 
1 , 200 people in the East Sepik Province of Papua New Guinea . 

2 .  Sapir ( 19 1 1 )  or iginally di scussed noun incorporation with North American 
languages in terms of common ly associated obj ects and events .  Lord ( 1973 : 
269)  and Longacre ( 1976 : 150ff)  make reference to this and a simi lar notion 
with respect to serial verbs and interclausal relation s .  

3 .  See Bruce ( 1984 : 2 06 : 2 7 7 )  for a detailed description of Alamblak verbs . 
Incorporation of noun , adjective and time word roots into the verb stem is 
described there as a part of the general seriali sation process but only 
serial i sed verb roots are di scu ssed in this paper . 

4 .  cf . Chomsky ( 1965 : 184-192 ) , Fries ( 197 0 : 113 ) and Matthews ( 1974 : Chapter IX) . 
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5 .  Abbreviations used in this paper are as follows : 

BEN 
CAUS 
CONO 
CPL 
o 
O . CAUS 
OA 
DE 
OEP 
OP 
ELEV 
E/R 
F 
G 
GEN 
HORT 
IMPER 
IMPF 

benefactive 
causative 
conditional 
completive 
dual 
direct causative 
different actor 
direct event 
dependent 
direct physical 
e levational 
emphatic ref lexive 
feminine 
general 
genitive 
hortative 
imperative 
imperfective 

INF 
INS 
I . PST 
IRR 
LIG 
M 
NEG 
PL 
PROG 
PUR 
R . PST 
SA 
S 
S IM 
Subj . 
1 
2 
3 

infinitive 
instrument 
immediate past tense 
irrealis 
ligature 
masculine 
negative 
plural 
progressive 
purpose 
remote past tense 
same actor 
singular 
simultaneous 
subject 
f irst person 
second person 
third person 

6 .  The Immediate Past tense prefix appears here before the stem but i s  not 
manifested preceding the f -initial stem in ( 2 1 ) b .  

7 .  When hay give i s  serialised with a controlled experiencer verb , its abstract 
interpretation is as a transitiviser rather than a causative formant ( example 
( 3 3 ) ) .  The added partic ipant i s  interpreted as a Patient or Referent rather 
than a Causer (Actor) because controlled experiencer verbs already have a 
highly agentive Actor in their basic case frame . Since , as explained in 
5 . 4 , serial constructions al low only one Actor hay give plus controlled 
experiencer verb-roots cannot be interpreted as causatives as it would add 
a second Actor , the causer to the case frame . 

( 3 3 )  n a nd em r  hay - n i nge-me -an- r 
snake give- laugh-R . PST- lS - 3SM 
I laughed at the snake . 
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